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Animal and Human Comrauhication 



Although we call ourselves "comraunicologists," implying expertise 
in- all sorts of commuriicatipn systems, and 'frequently offer courses in 
"comnunication theory," implying the' investigation of comrauni cation as 
a general phenomenon, the field of Speech Conmivuiicatior^traditional^^^ 
hps been" limited to the study of 'the communicative behavior of man. In 
part, this limitation reflects a continued reaf firrtatijon of a conscious 
choice; and many xindoubtedly still affirm this choice.^ In/'part, however,, 
th is, limitation appears to be the result of several potent aM restfictiy^^^ 
:misconceptiqns regarding the status of human communication systems 
feDjative to the; isys terns of other animals. This paper discusses several^ 
of ^hese misconceptions and of fers arguments supporting the expansion of ^ 
piir discipline to include the study of the communication systems of pt^ 
species. - 
The .Scala Naturae " ' ^ ^ 

There exists a somewhat facitious maxim in some quarters of our 
field that "All things }3egaa with Aristotle. " In actuality, 'Aristotle 
was the main source of -a still prominent and influelitial view of man' s 
place in the world. In De Anima « Aristotle proposed that yarious categorie 
of animals could be placed along an ascending scale of completeness or 
perfection ♦ culminating in man. Later scholars suggested that even animals 
within categories could be scaled, and, as Hodos and Campbell (1969 J 338) 
indicated, "there came to be general acceptance of the concept that all 
animals could be ranked on a unitary, graded, continuous dimension known 
as the Scala Maturae or Great Chain/of Being." The sponges and other 
formless creatures were located at the bottom of the scale; above them 

1 



" Ruinmei~2- 

t . * 

were the insects, fish, amphibians, reptiles, birds, various manimajs, 

the primatesj and, finalljr, man* Each species possessed the powers of 

the others beneath it ion the scale, plus an additional differentiating: 

pTbwer of its own (VJhite, Juhasz, and Wilson, 1973: 204)* 

Christian theologians eventually placed angels atop the scale, and 
man was envisioned as striving, upwards on a ladder to heavenly perfection^ 
motivated by a "divine spark*" Under^the influence of Cartesian duaOJism, 
"the criterion for Man's prtjnacy over other animls shifted from his 
;perfection to his rationality" (V/hite, Juhasz, and Wilson, 1973: 205:)- 
L«.ter, in ndd-^1 7th and 18th Gentuiy European philosophy, t^^ ^ 
and the divine were both attributed to man. - 
• Mtsconceptioh; Communicative 'Continuity 

With the publ^iccition of Darwin 's"" The. Bescent of Iteh (1871)-, thej 
concept of the Scala Naturae split into two rel&texi but distinct branche^^^^^ 
both of which have had some influence. in our field* One branch foilowedj 
the principle of ''mental continuity," which asserted that species diifered' 
only Quantitatively and could be ranked along , a continuum of general: inr 
telligence, a . view which The Descent of Man elaborated. By implicatibn,, 
as the scale was ascended, .behavior became more complex, and the number 
of behavioral determinants increased. 

The "mental continuity" view had two important auxilliaiy'\principres: 
(Hodos and Campbell, 1969: 339): First, that the ranking ;of species 
according to intelligence reflected evolutionary historyj and second, 
that there was a smooth continuity between living, forms. Although thi^ 
view proposed no qualitative superiority for man, his supremacy was assured 
by virtue of having more general intelligence than any other species: 
-f4an was seen es the most evolved creature (V/hrte, Juhasz, and VJilson, 
,1973': 206). ' . 



From the "mental continuity" perspective a communicolpgist^ wouT^^ 

* - ' - ^ _- 

argue that communication systems could be arranged, according to dijpf i- 

" ' \ " i . - . 

- cuity .or complexity, corresjjpnding to the posi^iions of species on an, 

evolutionary "scale." Such a position is evident in the biologicaliLyr- 

orient* " communication theory elaborated by Smith (1967). Although 

cri£ical of nohqualitative, reductionistic mechanical models, arid ex-i 

pounding a neg-entropic view, Smith included an ordering of living systems 

(Trom sponges and other simple organisms to insects^ lower vertebrates: \ 

/^ish, reptiles, andrbirds^, higher vertebrates_, and man): api»rently to; ^ 

dernonstrate the evolution of, commuhicative com^ This appears tc-^ 

ibe a direct appl i cat ion - 6 f the Sc ala Naturae = to coimiuni cat ion theoi^^. ? 

Wie assumptions "mentar conti^ 

(Goetzinger an^ 3 1S73: 3) do hot sp0x^^%th mod^ 

^h^oiy in three important respects: ' ^ . :S 

1. i^dem theory recognizes that species differ qualitative ly* in 
morphology and behavior (including the mechanisms lof bjghavio^^^ 
result of natural selection and adaptation' to different ecological d^ 

To say that man has more intelligence, or that his comrauiucatf-^n is /rno^'e; 
cpmplex, completely fails to acknowledge differences in kind among - 
systems that have evolved to meet varied adaptive requirements. 

2. The ranking of species according to intelligence or coraimmicative 
complexity does not reflect evolutionary history. Proponents of the'- 
"mental continuity" view apparently have confused the Scala Naturae « 
embodied today in something called the Phylogenetic Scale « with the 
Phylogenetic Tree . The Phylogenetic .Tree, on the one hand, is a geneblogy, 
based on rough guesses and incomplete information, depicting the course 

of evolution of various species ^ It has nothing to say about the relative 
rstatus of species in terms of any "gradational arrangement" (Hodos ^d: 



Campbell, '1969: 339)^. On the other hand, the Phylogenetic Scale ( Scala 
- Naturae) is an hiei'archical ranking system, totally xinrelated to sptecific 
-Wolutionapy lineages, and utterly without scientific status (Hodos, 1=970:: 
27);.. Species today represent divergent lines of evolution that long-ago: * 
ibranched off, evolving in response to enyiroiifnental requirements, and nqt= 
jrepresenting any evolutionary sequence (Hodos, '^970:. 27). Np li^p-ng 
species is descended-from any other living species* Thus any ranking of 
species from sponge to lower vertebrates to higher vertebrates to man i^ 
terras of the evolution of commiulicative complexity has:^^_n^^^ 
fstatus* ^ ' ' _ ^ 

This ubint may be illustrated by manipulating tk superfici^at 
:^nt of the phylogenetic trees sketched belpv; (Fig:ures 1- arid- 2) In the 
first tree (Fig. 1), the left-'tb-right arfangement -of the branchesj| 'i^^^ 
Son junction with a bbtton-to-tpp time perspective, increase ^^^^^ 
ipf .perceiving the tree as/ a scale. Reversal of the :branches/^XE^^^ 
does not alter the relationships among ihem or the time sequenb^e^^; % 
the positions of the species on the presiMed left-tc-rig^ 
radically changed* ^ • ' - 

ESach species has -a pluraliuy of behaviors; and each of these b^SYiWi 
.and the mechanisms underlying them has a history of natural selectipn 
(Lpckard, 1971: 171). Th^ behaviors and mechanisms that are adapiiye 
are preserved over time; those that are maladaptive are not* At ajiy par ~ . 
ticular point in time, an animal is a "bundle of adaptations," with spec iai< 
behaviors and special abilities produced by natural selection (Lockard> 
1971: 172). ■ . ■ ' 




'pmoceN ±Ti<i scfiLSL — — - — —r - 




' Compiarisons ainong-species My be used to derive information about 
the evoiution of behavior ♦ or the adaptiveness of iDehavibr, Behavioral: 
similarities amon^ related .forms are assiuned to be the result of phyletic: ' 
closeness,; differences in behavier-among related- forms are assimed; to be- 
the result of specialized adaptations to different modes of' existence . 
(:E)ckard> 1971 : 172) . ^ These ideas are summarized in the "principle of 
phylbgehetic relatedril5ss : "^^ "Befhavioral hbmoibgies |limlarity due to 
cppnon ancestral otigin/ increase in frequency and detail among difTerent 
^animal species as proximity to a common aq:icestral species' increases" 
(i^)ckard:^ 19^^ 172):. The cqn5)lementa3^ "principlje p 
Y^ergehce" states th^t similar (^a^^ 

in xmrelaited species as a result bf^similar ecplbgical =pEe (BpckarS,. 



ABT^i - 172)*.. . . . . ' a 

Thgistudy of the, evblut ibn^ of any cbmmm i cat ion system:, invpiyesi "^^^ 



cpmparisan of st em- re lat ed. . spec i es : (the: 'Iphylbgene^^^^^ 

and Campbell , 1969: 342/) . Reasonable inferences: about the^ p^ 



deyelopment of-cbipauhication cannot be drawn from compAriso^ of ahijnals 
representing divergent lineages. To trace the-<Byolution: of mn^s cbnmimi-- 
cation isystems, the cpnimunicati on systems of hedgehogs, tree shreys, 
^biishbabies, Old World monkeys, arid chimpanzees might be compared ♦ Ebr 
example, van Hooff's (1972) investigation pf the phylogeny of laughter 
cand smiling in man focused on similar patterns of communicative behavior 
(the "relaxed .ppen--mouth" display and the: "silent bared teeth" display)/ 
in crab-ea,ting monkeys, Celebes apes, chimpanzees, and man* 

Vftien working with the phylogenetic method, it must be borne in mind 
.that the chosen species, as hopefully littler-changed descendants of 
."appropriate ancestors , merely represent the history of the lineage anc^ 
:a:re not ancestral themselves. Romer (1966) argued that Old V/prld ^n^key^^^ 

• s: - ■ - / - 
— ^ — : ^ • •/ 
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an_d chimpanzees are re_asohable enough representatives of man's ances^ 
that^6latively laeaningful conclusions about the evolution of mane's be- 
havior can be drawn; but these conclusions, must always remain tentative 
and be drawn with care • 

Questions about the adaptive significance of communicative behavior 



may T^e answered through comparisons of unrelated species subjjBct to: 
isimiar environments, or related species subjec^t to dissiMl^r environ-^ 
ments. Study of imr elated ^'oitos in dissimilar enviroiunents yields li^ile^ 
comparative infohnationi . ^ 

_ .A. _____ ^ ^ _ _ ^ ^ . 

flany of the^ daren't heated ar@me^^^ capacity^ 

and ^behavior of hprihiimfiui^^ (especiall^^ ceax^be .s^^ ta 

- " * ' ^ - _ - »- ^_ - 

;tuni on the distinction between homologp^^^ and^ J9nalog6u Hehayiory 'and^ 

^ftiihe beliefr-or relative lapK p gf ,phy^-^^ . 

igenetic relatedness* tiHomologpusJ implies -phylogehetic^l^^ 

-0 __-__ ___________ _ .^^ _____ - ^ . Q- y ^ 

fundamentally similar^undeflying mechajxi^nis^ '^Analogous ' in_dica|^|s^^ 
fonly ^erficial similarity.^ Initially the dispaiSe focusj^d^on^^w^ 
^the Behavior ;or nonhuman species was analogous t^ =be-r 



havior (i.e., what Mistler-Lackman and Lachman 871/ called "weak 

requivil^nce"):.^ % all s tandard criteria:)^ ^ exhibit 
isyinbolic behavior. -Now, the -di spite seems to be boiling down to whether 
the xinderlyihg neuroiog.ical structures and processes are phylogenetibaliy. 
and ont^genetically 'the same ("strong equivilencef jf^H-stler-Lachraan and: 
Bachman, 1974: 871/). The "principle of phylogehetic relatedriess" 



^ffhe "principle of phylqgenetic relatedness" should not confused with 
the notion 5f "mental" or "communicative continuity. " . The fomer af^i^ms 
diversity by stressing that homologous behavior is likely only for spegies 
^elated by contiguous branches. The latter simply does not acknowledge^' 
ithe existence of bralnches. 

T^Ai'bitrariness ,(no necessaiy connection between sign and referent) , 
;semanticiity (denotation),,, xntensional (class) reference, creative usage^ 
find the original development of iinique signs. 



' ' ' ' Ruramel^--8 

• ■ -^^ . ' .' 

-provides some support for the assiimption of fundamentally similar 
» * < 

-Cthpugh not necessarily identical) underlying mechanisms, since 
chimpanzees are phylogenetically quite close to man. However, 
opponents of^.^thj^^ that man and chimpanzee shared a 

common ancestor so IShg^^o that man^ special abilities may have 
eyoived since then (Lennenberg^y 1968) . 

3. Finallyy -the communicative cqntinuity view^ is inconsistent 
:Wi\th-:™dern evolutionary theoiy because there Is no smooth continuity 
^bejtween laving species. Because, of the divergence of eyolutiphary . 
lineages and the extinction of many evolution 
ili marked by dis- rcontihuaty. Living I'orrais arer not ^ ancestral, tut 
rrepresent the temporary ,endv.pr6ducts of divergent branches. 

r-lisconception: Speech- Superiority 

The other branch of ithe Scalia Naturae concept retained and. : 
extended the historical emphasis: on qualitafave drf^^^ 
/species. The notions of evolution were' adapted to this view by 
idistinguishing among varigus classes of human qualities: The 
'%aser" instincts, which man shared ^with other animals, survived 
a|: remnants of man* s rigid, animalistic past 5 but other qualities-— - 
intelligence, rationality, culture, of symbolic ^ability (especially 
idnguage) — ^et man above jand apart. Man was distinguished by ^ 
his: "badge of exce^-lence," which White> Juhasz, and Wilson (,1973: ^ 
;2G7) rejcognized as a kind of unconsciously and fervently accepted 
vestigial divine ^.park." An auxilliary tenet of this view was 



" • ' ^ 

that man was. the inevitable goal of evolution (that, in effect, evolution 
terminated with modern man)* * 

. .As Kith the cpmraun^^ continuity position,, the tenets of the * 
^qualitative sl^eriority, or "speech superiority" (Goetzinger and.;R\:uMel,. 
1973: U) position do not fit with evolutionary theory in several respects.: 

1. The '^speech superiority" position .depends on the erroneous 
Phvl og'enetic gcale , rather than the Phylogenetic^Tr ee . The Tree is/ 
neither unitary nor linear, and does not . culminate in man. It is not 

\ " " ^ ^ 

a ranking sy^^^ ^ i . * ^ " T 

2; Whiie'' this:;position correctly emphasizes the e 
qualdtative differences the "speech superipfity" view, 

e^gpx esses a standard that is biasedyandj self-sei'ving; There is no 
matufal or non-sub jebtive justification for this. This po;siii6n not 
only disregards evoititionary history .by accepting a single-Iiieage view^ 
. =b_ut also totally fails to recognizes the unique qualities of bther spffcres^ 

/ - - \ " ' - i - ~ 

which quite adequately prepare them for life in .particular environments. 

--- f \ \ ' J ' 

■ R .yould make as much, sense to rank all\ species accbrdirig to 



type of 

*pdy covering (e.g., fur, hair, shell), -as indicating an evolutionary 



iprbgression, ignoring the environmental conditions to which each kindj 
;was .adapted. White, Juhasz, and V/ilson (1973: 210') suggested that a 
superiority position reflects a general, tendency to treat di|rference^. as- 
inferior and prjiuit-ive. Anthropocentricism in the comparativjs study of 
communication systems has as much validity as"^ chauvinism in cross- 
cultural work. 

The "speech superiority" view survives today, usually as a set of 
unarticulated attitudes. Occasionally, however,^ these attitudes surface, 
as in a recent article discussing communication as a biosystem (Williams 
-and Pearce, 1974). V/illiams and Pearce asserted -^hat the "human infdr- , 
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ination system is. biplpgically unique" ir^ that "critical content^s riot 
coded and triansferred genetically" (p. ,13) • Rather,- man* s infoimtipn. 



system is culture, and xjulture is based on inari's '^unique" symbolic 

.abilities. Human cooperative^ activity, which is]. the ba^is for human^ - 

bi^ldgical success, is ?nade possible through culture (p,; 13) . .The in- 

fomation systems, of animals, they asserted, are genetically deiiem^edi 

(pp. 13-^14) : herice, the "animal model" of cooperative activity TdeF(erids 

solely on gerietically determined physical characteristics {-g^Mr). 

The assumptions underlying V/illiams aiid Pearce's as^^ 

_t&:bethe/f^ / 

1. The AnMal ^ ^ 

:2. "ifenv aniMl^ plus .\ ■ ' 

'3* All npnliumn specie^: ^^a^^ auridyientaj|rly the s^e (the "animl' 
model") . ' V I, y ' 

4. The behavior of no:.nuiQan :animals is f\i!liyygenetically^ pfogrgmed. 

5. Learning is absent^^^ at most, lixutedy^p inconsequential: 
fflatterg in :n 

6. Only "mn : ^ • . ' _^ 
7 .' Only mn dis^ 

8. , Cvltur^ and sj^ unquestip^ 
able) standards for the comparisori of species and the^^detemihatibn^^^^o^^ 

ispeciersuperiprity. ^ . ^ \ 

- . « » * - - 

I - ■ ' - - 

The'fallacy of many of these points in light of cuirent theory rand 

* ' - - ^ _\ - _ ' - ' - 

knowledge oT evolution has been discussed already i^ JWie^ignoraM displayed 

in these assumptlpns should also be pointed out. Fo^ example,- the list . 

of species exhibiting cultural behavior (i.e., crbss-Wneration i^^^nsr \ 

mission of acquired informatipn) is enormous, and is composed cf species: 

as diverse as Olive baboons (Soruirt, 1975) arid white-crowned sparrows 

(Marler aigid Tamura, 1962) . In many cases, the culturally-'Eransmitted; 

information appears critical to the su^fe.val of the sfocies and appears 

to serve general biological functions (e.g., facilitation of ^adaptation 

,% 

to local environmental conditions) . "Pro to cultural" trarismission (across= 
successive groupings) has^ also been found .(e.g#, in groups of chimpanz.ees 



; * ' ' . ' Ruinmel-.-^11 

- • ♦ ' * * 

i4lenzel,o Davenport, and Rogers, 1972/)., The deveiopment of traditions; 

requires considerable plasticity^ but this is not to say that seemingly 

_ / - 

analogous behglVior i's exactly the same or built upon homologous abilities* 

_\ _ _ ' • • _ 

Vast qualitative differences in learning' abilities have been found ^fbr 

many species (cf. Rozin and Kalet, 1971 ; -Shettleworth, 1972). Although 
the issue of symbolic behavior was mentioned earlier in t> - it ' 

I should. noted that clear examples of. the symbolic use ux wigns selected 
^ by. the species rather than the human e5q)erimenters are abundant. For 
example, Kiason and Mollis .(1962) found that paired .i^hesus monkeys de- 
veloped arbitrary signals with shared "meanings," enabling one member of ^ 
the pair to pull a lever, ^ that gave rewards to both monkeys. Menzel (I971j) 
found ihat a leader chimpanzee communicated= the quality and location of 
ianMdden. object to his. group by extremely bubtle signals that even 

highly, trained observers' had difn As Hinde (1974:> 103) 

_ ^ '* * ' . / / " ' - - - - 

remarked, these experiments "have opened up possibilities /of/. . . subtiotie 

6f communication processes that were previously hardly suspected. " 
Again, this is not to say that analogous behavior^^^ results from the same 
xmderlying mechanisms: Undoubte_dly various and different abilities are 
involved in symbolic behavior. However, it is the nature of such differ- 
ing abilities that is of profound interest—not the self-congratulatory 

antf naive assertion j?f superiority due to man's "unique" cultural infor- 

» * . ' - 

mation system. 

Expansion of the Discipline * - ^ 

Once the fallacies of the^^ommunicative \cohtinuity"^ and "speech 
superiority" positions are acknowledged^ and it is recognized that raanVs 
sign systems are not at the apex of some straightline evolution iri communi 
cation, then it becomes apparent that there 

limiting our study of communication to the communication of a single 



i^'^no non-arbitfai^r^eason for 



r ■ • . • 

— / 
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species, /in fact7"there are several profoundly important reasons for ex- 
panding/ our sub j e c t poql : 

.1. In the first place, once Jbhe likelihood of' diversity and quali- 
tative differences among the 'comraimication systems of other species is 
recognissed, then it becomes evident that 'we cannot understand comraunica- . 
t ion. .(i.e., we can have^^ general theory) by studying only the. coramuni- 
catibn of, a single suecies (a sample of One, as Seieok_/l9687 said) . 

2. Second^/^though we may wish to refrain from developing general ^ 
theory and fjMUs only on ^"anthropqs^miotic'^^ (i.e., unique to man) 

vCpraiminic^^;taon (Sebeok, 1963), we cannot |do so without first defining 
what is uniquely human. But without knovledgeable reference to "the 
coimminicatipn systems of other species, we cannot identif y the species ^ 
. specific aspects' of hiiman communication . Further^ such a restriction- 
in focus would require the neglect of many aspects of human conmnmlil^ativ^^^^ 

- ■ / r - / 

^behavior which noij study (e.g., kineslcs, proxemics) that do not 
appear to be species-specific. Justification of such neglect would seem 
to require the assumption that arithroposenaotic systems stand alone, 
indepenjient of paralinguistic, kihesic, or proxemic systems,- and can ue 
understood apart from them — clearly an untenable assumption. Once we 
accepted thd study of human nonv^bal communication, we implicitly moved 
into tlie study of "zoosemiotics" (Sebeok, 1963).^- ' 

3. And third, without comparative work, we cannot answer fundamental 
questions about the evolution and adaptive significance of himan communi--- 

.c^J^fSn. « 

If we want our discipline to be more than a collection of results from 
^eof^rical studies, and to be based qn a durable foundation, then the 
communication systems of man must be studied and xinderstood within ah- 



^fSee W. J. Smith (1974) for an excellent discussion of current trends and;._ 
issues in zoosemiotics. . 
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evolutionary framework • Ah evo?.utionary framework includes the follow- 
ing four points : 

1. The communication process is not unitary or one-dimensional. 

- \' ' ' ' 

within or across species ♦ It is not the same in all species; and all 

' /' 

nonhuman species cftnnot be lumped together* There is no phylogenetic 
scale. 

2. The cpmniunication process, as manifested in qualitatively 
different abilities and behaviors:^ is subject to complex selection 

V 

.pressures. Communicative abilities and behaviors\are adaptive. 

3. Similar behaviSrs and abilities in related species are likely 
to be the result of phylogentic closeness; similar fcehaviors and 
^aBiiities in unrelated species are likely to be due to similar en- 
yifonm«ental pressures. Differences among the ^OTpunrc"atl.orr~s^y^ of 
various species may be. the~ result oT either evolutionary divergence or 
difference adaptive pressures. 

4. Discontinuity and divergence mean^ great and exciting quali- ^ 
isative differences among systems. J^n's commronication systems are not 
uniquely special --they are just special . 
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